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Abst.l'llct 

In lhe recent plll.l, there haw b~t:n n lIumber of neW jniti3tivc~ to iml'ro\'e the IIccess to primary education in many 
developing cQunlrie!\. Such initialivcli, which clime from thc public, private antl non-govemmcntlll (NClO) sectors, h~IVt 
t'c!lultcLi in improved pcrfonnance in variou~ efficiency il1oicntOrs. This paper report~ rcsull.ll from n nationwic.lt: sluCly 
in Bangllllicsh on the l~vclh and changes in enmhncnt plitLem of children IlC the Ilrimary level. The gross cDTlllmem 
ratio hils rcucilec 101% .In(l the nct cnrolmcl\t I'lltc 77%. Gender gap ha~ tlisnppeared; in fact. girls have surpa:iscu boys! 
Howe,,;:r, Ihe increase in enrolment HIking (\Iacc is not at the de~ircd lI-pced; it is less than one percentage point per 
year. The ~overllmcm is still the m:ljor provideI' of primllry education with two-thirds of all enroiment!;, but nUll-formal 
schools nlll hy NOOs aiso have imporlant contributions tu !.he pOliitivc changes tha! arc taking "lace iii Banghluesh. 
© 2002 !.~Iflevicr St~jt:nce l.td. All righh re:'\ervcd. 
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1. Introduction 

The experience of the past decade~ has 
unequivocally provcu the inodequncy or the devel­
opment paradigms populariseu in the developing 
world sillce tne end of the Second World War. 
Buiiding. phy!\ical infra!oltTucture and financial capi­
tal. though imporram, are not enough to break the 
;;yde of poveny, There is little doubt now that 
human capital formation is the )line qlHI non for a 

• Ccrr:sp~'nuill" ::mhor. FllX: ·.&&0-2-81;2-3542. 
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susIainable improvement in the lives of the people 
(Sen, 1999). 

Emphii!iis on education, particularly primary and 
basic education. is the order of the day in global 
development plannillg. Yet, there are 872 million 
adult illiterates or one in every three. and 125 
millinn children of primary school age lirc out of 
school in the world (Ox ram. 1999). During the 
present decade three major conferences attended 
by world leaders renfiirmct.! their comminnent to 
the gonl of prim~lry education. 

The World Conference on F..uucatiol1 for All 
(RFA), held in Jomlien, Thailand, in March 1990 
was a landmark in n:affirming the panicipating 
nations' commitment to the cau~e of basic edu­
cation. As (1 direct consequence, many initiatives 

fl73k-US!)3/02/S - ~QQ front muller (i;l :lOll:! RI~cvler S<;iellco Ltd. All dllhl~ n=~~rv~d. 
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to promote bas;ic education have been launched in 
diffurcnt parL~ of the world. In the A~ia Pacific 
region, tor example. UNESCO, itS rhe co-ordillat­
ins body, drew up a plan of It.Ction to implement 
the World Declaration 011 EFA (WCEFA, 19IJO). 
Several member countries hlive lliso drawn up their 
own plans of actiun. In Rangladeshan increased 
eommilment. of the government, non-governmental 
orl:lilnisntiol1s (NGOs), and dOllors to primary edu­
cation has been seen over the pa:o;t several years. 
The recent National 'Plan of Action for Children 
199i-2002 has summarised the positive develop­
ment that has taken place in primary education in 
recent limes in the fnllowing (PMED, 1995): 

(n) The National Programme of Action gave 
high priority ltl improving basic and pri­
mary level edllcation. 

(b) Girls' education has been given priority. 
(c) Establislunent of n separ4tc. Primary and 

Mass Education Division (PMRD) facili· 
tated hOller allcnlion to primary education. 

(d) A National Children Policy (NCP) was 
enunciated in 1994 in line with the Con­
ventic)O on the Rillhts of Children (eRe) 
goals. 

Some of the major educational goals of NCP 
which have been implemented already include: 

(i) force and compulsory primary euucation 
rur all children. 

(ii) Free education tor girls up to grnde VnI; 
scholarships to all girls nnending second· 
ar'Y schools in l'w'al areas lUlU iTH.:unlivcs to 
the schools to encourage this as well. 

(iii) A food-for-education prost'amme for 
poorer children. 

(iv) Provision of appropriate facilities by 
NGOs for non-formal education for chil­
dren deprived of formal schooling. 

Bangladesh is a signatory to thc Workl Declar­
ation on EF A. In the pnst, cOllventional strategies 
and r:'adirional methods in universalising primal)' 
ettuca!ion have hccn lricd, hul withollt the desired 
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rClilllt. Over a period of 15 years hetween 1980 and 
1995, the literacy rale in adults rose mru:g.inaUy 
from 32 t(l 3~%; the rate for females remains at 
only ahollt half of that for males. Contrary to these 
figur:s which are provided by some international 
organisations, official st..uistic5 give a more opli­
mistic picLllre. According to the governmenl, the 
literacy rote has IlOW reached 560/0, which, how­
ever, remains to be independently validated. The 
goverrunent has set the "nal lO att.ain an adult litel'~ 
acy rate of 62% by the year 2000 and claims that 
live or lhc 64 districts have been freed of ilJilt..'r'J.CY 
(The Daily Star, 1999). 

The improvement in liLeracy mte has also been 
experiencl)d in many other developing countries. 
For example, the literacy rate for adult females in 
Nepal increased by 104% over a period of 12 years 
between 1985 and 1997; the same figure for India 
and Paki~l.an bein~ 34 and 51, respectively (UNT)P, 
1999). TIle worldwide gain in education is aiso 
reflected ill enrolment rates. Populatiun Action 
Intenlational (1998) has comparct.11,'T'O~5 enrolment 
ratioll for Illmost all the countries of the world dur­
ing 19f<5 and 1995 and found that with the excep­
tion of some African llnd Middle casLI • .'m Arab 
countries, the gr{)~S enrolment ratio has increased 
in mo!(t dcveloping countries. 

Bangladesh has also aone well in recent yca~ 
in increasing the enrolment at primary levels, parti­
cularly f(lr Jjiris. Ovcr the period 1980-95, the net 
enrolment, as reported by UNICEF and the World 
Bank, has increased from 62 to 79%; the girls' 
ellrolment mte ill tile same period il1crc:ascu much 
faster from a base of 47 to 73% (Table 1). 

Table I 
I'rimary enrolment rale in Hangladesh, 1980 95" 

Year 

1980 
19f15 
1990 
1995 

Primory entoillllmt 

noy~ Girl~ 

76 47 
67 55 
76 64 
84 73 

TUlIIl 

ci2 
61 
70 
79 

• SuurccK: SlUle: or the Worlu's Children, lJNICHI' (VllriOU~ 
reportS), Wo1'ld Deveiopmcml Report, The Wurlu nun).; 
( .... ari(lu~ rCilnru). 
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This pltpl:T present!:; recent dam on trend:; in 
enrolment at primary levt.:! in Bangladesh and its 
distribution for various geogr'dphic, religious, soci­
oeconomic, ethnic and gender groups. 

2. Mcthodolo~y 

The dalli ti,r this :1.11nly!;i!: c:ollle from the Ed,,­
calion Watch projeci whieh i); a joint effort of v81'i­
()u~ civil society organizations and imliviOua\s con­
c~mcd with the stilte of primary education in 
Dang1adesh. The PUrpORC ur the.: Watch is to moni­
tor primary education in the c()unu')' and to act as 
an advocacy ~roup. The ",£Itch ha!l its secrc:laritlt 
aL Campai}jn for Popular Education (CAMPE), a 
supra-bo~ of over 400 NGOs in Bungladcsh and 
is bc.:ifl.b impltlIIltmleU by Ihe ReseHrch and Evalu­
atiof) Divifoliun uf HRAC, it lar~e NGO itself: TIle 
!Ochoal year in Bangladesh Slar~ in January and the 
field daro were c.ollected in Octobcr-Novcmhcr 
199/S, just before the annual examinations. 

The country waS dividct.1 into eight sLrata and 
independent samples were drawn from each ba~ed 
on random multi-st.lge teclutiques. The strata 
included the rural areas of six adn1inistrative 
divisions sepamteiy (Dhnka, Chittagong, Rajshahi, 
Khulna, Barisal and Syihet), four metropolitan cit­
ies (Dhaka, Chiltagong, Rlijshahi and KhulllCl). and 
other urban settlements (other [han the above 
metropolik1n cities). A tot.al of 42,584 households 
from 312 villagc~ or urban mahalfa.<; reprcscnting 
all 64 districts were surveyed. 

Ran~ladesh has a 5·year primary cycle aud the 
ofncial primary school age ili ()·-10 yearn. Since 
previous knowledge suggested thai children out­
side of this age group also nre elu'oled in various 
lype:, of institutions providing primury und hasie 
eclllClltion, the survey collecred enrolment infor. 
mation ti:om children aged 4-20 years residing in 
l!lt: sclt:t:lt:u households . N~l allJ gross raLius wert: 
computed based on the official primary age group. 
More details of the methodology are available else­
where (Chowdhury eI al., 1999a). 

1150 

3. Results 

3. I. Gross enrolmelJl 

Table 2 shows the gross enrolment mtios at pri. 
mary level (grades I-V). It includes enrolment in 
all types of primary schools: secular and non-~ecu· 
lar, furmal ilnd non-fonnai. The table shows that 
the gross enrolment exceeded lOO% in almost all 
strata Bud for both girls and boys. The gross enrol. 
ment nationally is 107; girls having a higher ratio 
of 109% compared to boys (104%). Divisinn-wl!;e, 
rural Khulna has the highest Tlitio of 117%, and 
the metropolitan ciLies have the lowest of 101 %; 
in both cases the I1ilim; for girls exceeded those of 
hoys. In fact, girls were ahead of boys everywhere 
except rural ChitUtgong where boy~ were mar· 
ginally ahead. The table also shows that the metro­
politan areas were worse otl"than other urban areas. 

Fi~. 1 shows the gross enrolment ar the national 
level by srade clU'Oled. It shows lievcral tbins~ . 
Firstly, the enrolment decreases prol.'fessively at 
every higher srade. Secondly, the drop is highe~L 
between ~es I and II, and between grades HI 
and IV. Thirdly, there is little difference between 
boys and girls in the way the atlr;tion takes place. 
Fourthly, the load or sludents was highest in earlier 
srndes which may be a refiectiol1 of increased 
emohneut at the lowest grades or high(..'r !iub· 
sequent dropout or both. IdellHy, onc-fifth of all 
~tudents should na VI: been in each srade, but a third 
of all students were in grade 1 alone. 

Fig. 2 shows the proportion of children enwled 
at primary level by age. Since Lhe.: primary age is 
6-10 yeaTS. Lhe {j~I.U'C shl)wS Lhat 33% or a third 
of the cnroled students were from outside the pri~ 
mary age group; 27% were over-aged. 

Table 3 shows the gross enrolment for dilTcrcnt 
types ur prilllW"Y iIlSLjLuliun~. or the.: studt:nts 
enroled at primary level, the govenunent-nm 
schools had the highest number with two-thirds of 
till students enl'oled in such schools. Tt ~hould he 
n.:mr..:mbcred that the &:DvcrnmcnL sc.:hol>l~ al:.;o have 
the hi&:hest. capacity. Second in enrolment were the 
non-~ovenunent (re~stered) schools wirh 12% of 
all smdents. TIle NGOs, which run non-formal 
schools in Illost cases, were rhe third wilh 8.5% or 
enrolment. The Madru,\'sas, which provide ec.lu· 
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Tnble .2 
Gross cnrolmelll ratio dl primury lel'el (grades I-V) by srratum and sex" 

Ciru~~ enrolment mt«:' (%) 

StralUIll (lirlA Boys Doth 

RUNI Dhuku Divisiun 112 (1829) 101 (1Y~I ) 106 (37!!O) 
Rural Chiltngollg DivislOIl 104 (2~\}7) IO~ (2555) 104 (4952) 
Rural R"i~huhl Divillion ILl (1663) 105 (1732) 109 (3395) 
J.!Uflll Khnln:t nivi~inrl 121 (lv:!J) 113 (2006) 117 (3929) 
RUTIII T.;uTiHnI J )ivj~iC\n lOll (1993) 106 (2041) 107 (4034) 
}turlll Sylhel Dj vision 107 (21115) 104 (2300) 10$ (4485) 
MC\r()JlulitUn citiC:B 103 (160 1) 1)1) (1657) 101 (325l!) 
OTher urball area, III (l62b ) 106 (1633) 108 (3259) 
!turul ~l1ngll\dc:sh III (1l,990) 105 (12.585) 108 (24.575) 
Urban Dungillde~h 107 (3227) 103 (3290) 105 (6517) 
All Snnaladesh 109 (15,217) 1Il4 (l ~.g75) 107 PI,092) 

• figures wilhin "ill'1!lIlhellC~ indiculc numher of children agod 6-10 years. 
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cation with Islamic focus, had 6% of student,,; of 
these Ebtcuiayee. which is equivalent \0 the pri­
mary level, had a 1.3% share. Others such as non­
government (unreiistered), English-medium kin­
dergartens and the primary schools attachod to sec­
ondary schools were much Ius!) SlbY11ificant. A 
further look al the share of different NGOs in nOl1-

Connal enrolment showed that 76% of such SlU­

dents ,mended the schools tUIl by BRAe. I 

, BRAe is II loclII NOV with its development progtlunmes 
spread over more thiln nulf uf nllnkliudc6h' s 116,000 Villail:s. 11 
is um: ur the: jllrll~s' :oiGO~ in rho country with 26.000 fulJ-.cilne 
Qnd 32.000 part-time runctiunurie~ (Lu\'I:Il, 19Q3; Ahmed et al .. 
1993; Chowdhury and Cash. 1996). 

tj'J .Ullder-ngc 

t:lPrirMryol\iC 

mOver-lIge 

Dulil 

Fii . 2. l'crccl~rll!!C of currc:n:ly enrolee( childr~n who were \lnd~r·ni.e, primary age and over·age. by Sex. 
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Tllhl~ 3 
Percentage ui~l!'iblltion ur ddldren currently enrolcd llt primary level (Ilrades I-V) by type of school, resid:ncc: und sex 

n lIr~ I Hanidlluesh Urban Bllncladesh All Dongladesh 

Type uf school Girls Duys linth Girls Doys Buth Girls Boys Doth 
( 13,177)" (1:\,246) (26.423) (3439) (3307) (6!!06) (1 6,616) (16,61 J) (33.229) 

I'rimllry school 
Go\'omment 6&.9 69.2 69.1 57 ."1 555 56.6 67,6 67.6 67.6 
Nun-government (n=!!o.) 12,9 12.7 12 ,R 7,2 6.5 6.9 12.3 1:2.0 12.1 

Non-gl1 \'ernlllem 2.9 2.Y 2.9 2.0 2 . ~ 2.4 2.8 2.9 2,~ 

(umcg.) 
Non-fon11/l1 primury 10,0 6,6 iU 9 .0 IDA 11.7 10.2 6.8 8.S 
IYIndrnssa 

Ebtcdllyce 1.0 1.5 U 2,5 1.9 1.3 1.0 1.6 t.3 
KllmillFazel/Alim/()ukhil 2.4 ' ~ .. ,~ 3.3 3.5 2,8 2,2 2.4 4.1 3.2 
Hafc;>:i!IIKllmni/K.harezeo 1.0 2.0 1.5 1.7 1.1 0.5 O,~ 1.9 1.4 

Kinuercarten 0.5 0.7 0.6 !!,g 7.7 6,' l.1 1.6 1.4 
Sccondllry IItlucheU 0.4 0.3 OJ 9.6 10,2 10.7 1.6 1.3 1.5 
All 'ype. 100.0 !OO.O 100.0 100.0 100.0 100,0 100.0 100,0 100,0 

, Figures within pun:nthe~~s iudicaTe nllmner of t:hildreu currently enroleu at primary level. 

There were some.: variations between urhan and 
111m 1 areas in terms of enrolment and school type, 
While the government ilnd non-government 
( regi~tered) sub-systems had higher than the aver­
nge sharl~S of enrolment: in rural areas, others such 
as NOOs, nl(uirassas, F.nl;llish-mcdium, and see­
ondary-allached primary schools had nighe!' shares 
ill l.lrban .m.:as. The ciiff~rence hclwL:Cn girls and 
boys wns mon: prominent ror madl'ass(J,\' and NGO 
st;hools. While there were more girls than hoys in 
NGO schuob it wali the f!;'vcrS(,1 in the C<l~e nf 
madrassas. 

3.2. Ncr enrolment 

Table 4 show~ the ner enrolment at primary leve~ 
in Bangladesh, Nationally, lhe net enrolment rall: 
W,l$ found to be 77%, which means thm 23% of 
the primary school age children (fi-10 years) were 
not curoled at at l. The difference hot wecn girls and 
hoys as round in gross ralios was maintaim:d here 
a~ weI! with the girls hc.:ing significantly more 
caroled t.hUll hoys (p<O.OO 1), SllCh a difference 
hCl ween girls and hoys persisted for several strata 
including LUra I Ban!;laJc.:sh, Barisal, KhuJna and 
Dhaka LiivisjOllS. /\n important diITercncc hcnvccn 
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the gross and net rates emerges when one compares 
the urban-rural difference, While rural. areas did 
better in gross rare, this was reversed in net. rnte; 
this probably implies that urban sc.~hllols are more 
stringent in terms of the age of the pupi I on admis­
sion or urban parents are more conscious about 
sending their children to school at the appropriate 
age, or both, The urban atlV:il1tage in net rates was 
restricted in the case of boy~: only, The net rates 
varied significantly among different divjsions with 
Kh111na being the highest (R2,6%) and Chittagong 
the lowest (74%). 

3.3. Net enrolment and socio-ec()nomic 
differentials 

Tables 5 ana 6 confirm again the imporlance of 
the socio-economic background of parenls in 
enrolment. Parents were asked to identify their 
economic stams in one of lhe four c(ltegorie!'; : 

'always in deficit' , 'sometimes in deficit', ;balan­
ced', or 'surplus', For those parents who reported 
to have :l 'surplus' ~tatus in economic temlS, the 
net enrolment was 88%, but thi~ was only 66.3% 
for those who reponed to be in an 'always deficit' 
situntion. Tahle 5 rt:veois that the 'ldv:'mtage uf 
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Tahle 4 
Net enrolment rille (%) nmlJlIg children /)..·10 ycarH by lOlratum nnd KeX· 

Nct cnrnlmelll raw ('Yo) 

Stratum (jirls Boys Both SignifIcance 

Ruw\ Dhaka Divi~i(ln 79.2 (1l!29) 71.7 ( 1951) 75,3 (37BO) p<O.OOJ 

Rural Chittlll!ung Division 73.M (2397) 74.2 (2555) 74.0 (41)52) rlS 

Rurul Rlljshnhi i)ivi~iun 78.0 (Iti63) 75.8 (1732) 76.9 (3395) ns 
Ruw l KhuJIH\ Division K:i .X (1923) 79 .5 (2006) 82.ti (~\l29) p<O.OOI 

Ruml B3riSIl I Divisiun S2.0 (1993) 78.2 (2041) 80.1 (4034) p<O.O l 
Kurul Sylhel Division 78.H (21115) 77.6 (2300, 7fU (44H5) nN 

JI.'letropoliUln (.:ilit:s 76 .1 (I tiD I) 77,C) (1(,57) 77.1 (,!251l) liS 

Or.her urban areas !lO.!! (1626) 110.9 (Hi33) 80.il (3259) ns 
Sif;nificnnce p<O.OO I p<O.OOI -p<O,OOl 

Rurui I3nllgJadcr.h 7'1. .7 (11.Y9U) 75.0 . (12.5l1S) 76.8 (24,575) 1'<0,001 
Ur!.lIln Hungludesh n .s (3227) 7 !:I A (3290) 79.0 (6517) m 
Signiiic,mcc nK p<O.OOI p<0.05 

All 13nl\glactc~h 71<.0 (l5,? 17) 75.S (15,!!7S) 77.1 (3 i ,092) p<O.OOl 

, Figures within parentheses indk:illt: numbcr of childrcn ngeu 6-10 years; n5=1101 sib'TIiflcUJ\lllt. p=O.U5, 

Tuble 5 
Not enro lmenl rule (%) nmonw: childrt:n 6-10 years by rcsidence , self-perceived ccomlmic ~IUlllS and sex' 

Sel f- perceivcd economic staluS 

Residence Alwoys in deficit Sometimes in doficit Dulunced !lurplus Signifi(':l:nce 

Rura l Hnng!udc~h 
Girls 69.1 (4121 ) RO A (4320) Xti.O (2582) llll ,7 (967) p<O.UUl 
Hoy.1 M.O (4445) 77,4 (4318) li2,!! (274'1.) 87.8 (1013) p<O.O()l 
Dutil 66 .5 (!!!)(,(l) 78.9 (!l6Y!!) R4.4 (5330) lI~J (1 9RO) .1''::0 .00 1 
I.evel or signifkllilce p<O.OOI p<O,OOI ,,<0.01 ns 

Urban nnngindeah 
Girls 07 . 1 (744) !!U.O (920) 8),6 (1045) R1.8 (51 ll) 1""::0.001 
Doys 63 .5 (781) 79,4 (938) 85,1 (lOBI) 92.2 (4<)0) p<O.OOI 
Both 65.2 ( 1525) 79.7 (I !ISS) R4.4 (2126) lIli .!) (1000) p<U.OOl 
Lcvel of significnncc ns nfi llS p<O.OO I 

All DUllglndesll 
Uirls ()~ . I) (4R65) 80.4 (5240) 85.6 (3627) 87.3 (1485) 1'<0.001 
Doys 64 ,0 (522(1) 77.6 (5316) R3.2 (3829) ~H .7 (1503 ) .1'<0.001 
Buth (l(l J ( 10,092) 79.0 (10,556) 84.4 (7456) 88 .0 (29tH!) 1'<0.001 
Lt\'el of signiiklln~e p<O.OOI p <O.OO I nH p<U,05 

" Fill lJres within paronthescs indicule number of children ugeu Ij . 10 YCftrs; ns=nClt sib:ni (icam at p=O.U:i. 
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Table Ii . 
Ne' enrolmcnl rou: (%) among children t.-IO year& hy mOlher's Icvel of cducillion. sex und re5l(lr:nce' 

Mother's level of cuuclllion 

Residence None Primary Secundary+ Sigllii1cllnee 

RUTH I UQllglaJv.h 
R9~8 Girls 73.3 (7936) (2779) 95 .5 (1056) p<O.OOl 

~oy~ 68.9 (H4U5) 87./l (2932) 94 .3 (1028) p<O.OOl 

Bulh 71.0 (J1i,341 ) 88.8 ($71 I) 949 (2084) p<O.OOI 
I.eI'd or significllnce p<O.Ofll p<U.OI ns 

Urban HllngluJesh 
(liT!, 67'(, (154H) 87 .3 (710) 94.2 (879) p<O.OO! 
Boys fi!L2 ( ISR6) 88.4 (070) 93 .4 (961) p<O.OOI 
HOlh 67.9 (3134) 87.8 (1380) 9:U (1840) p<O.OO I 
Level of ~i!.inifll;nncc ns liS ns 

All BangluJc:sh 
OirlH 72.7 (94R4) 89.5 (3489) 95.1 (1935) p<O.OOI 
DO)'G 6f; .Q (9991) 87.Q (3602) 94.0 ( 1989) p<O.OO I 
limn 70.R (19.47:» 88.7 (7091) 94 .S (3924) p<O.OOI 
Leve l of ,it.'11ifit:ullce poo::O.OO l p<O.O~ ns 

• r:igures wl!hin pllTcnlheses indicHl~ number of chiltln.:n lIycd 6 10 years; "/;-.nOI significllnt lit p-=D.05. 

girh over boys in c.:nmlment is presunl mOl'e in 
roorer groups than in lilt: richer groups, rarti­
c.ularly in nll'al areas. In urban areas, however, 
boys ' enrolment ill the bettc.:r-()ff fam.ilies was sig­
nificantly higher than that of girls. 

MoUlc.:rs' educational !c.:vel continued w influ­
ence enrolmenl. Mothers with secondary or mon: 
edut.:a lion had more of their children cnroled than 
mothers with no or little education (,0<0.001). The: 
tendency to send girl~ more than boys to school 
persisted fOT mothet·s with 110 st.!hooling themw 

!\elves, but for mothers with higher educntion there 
was no such differem:e. 

In renm; of rcilgious backgrou.nd, Muslims had 
II signiflt.:l1ntly higher (77.fi%) enrolmenl rate than 
nClIl-Mu>;lims (7 1.2%). TIli s was true for all strata 
except Dhakn t111U Barisal divisions and the metro­
polit<lt1 an.:as. where the tn.:nd was the reverse. The 
involvement of li hous~hCllcl l11()mrx:r with NGO 
act ivities increased the nt;l enrolment signiilcantly 
in puorer households; lhis was more so in merro­
politll11 area!;; (not 1>hoWI1 in table) . 
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3.4. The non-enrolecl 

Table 4 shows thnt 23% of children nged 0-10 
years were n()l enroled in any schools m the time 
of the su.rvey. An analysis of such childr~n 
n:vealed that th~y came from ::;oeially disadvan­
taged classes: 86% of their mothers and 78% of 
their fathers had no education (compared 1:0 64% 
among those enroled) and 79% were 'poor' 
(compared to 66% among those enrolcd). 

Reasons for non-e:nrolment were also explored. 
The most important reasons mentioned were 'too 
young to go to school' (36.9%), 'lack of money' 
(31.6%) and ' the child does not like school' (12%). 

3.5. Trends in enrolment 

From each individual aged 4-20 years, we col w 

leeted her/his schooling history . This infol1nation 
was also colJe!.:ted in 1993 from children aged 11-
12 years in the national survey for the.: Assessment 
of Basic Competencies (ABC) (Nnth e1. at :, 1993). 
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Tobie 7 
l'en.:cnlLlge ui,; ( rib~llioll of childron currently enmleu, tJrupuul ana never enroled, J 1J1/8 and 1993" 

Girl. nuy~ 

Cl! DO NH CI! 

Childrun I 0-20 yCllr~ 28.6 45.2 2(,.2 3H 
( 1998) (n=K3titi) (n=8605 ) 
Children I 1-12 yellr~ R3 . 7 7.0 !JJ 77.6 
(1 998) (rr-=5!!53) (n=5731 ) 
Children 11-1:2 yeurs 73 .7 1O.~ 15.5 7Q.8 
( 11)1)3) (1/=1275) (n=1245) 

• Cl!=-:urrcll!ly cllI'olcd; J)()=droppcd out; NE~ne\'er t:nrolt:d. 

Table 7 shows the pl'Opottion of children who were 
reported 'eum.mlly enroled' or 'never enro1ed' dur­
ing the 1998 and 1993 sunrcys. This infol1nation 
i::; given ror two groups of children: lhoRe aged 11-
12 ye<:!n: in both rhe surveys and thos(.; aged 16-
20 years in the J 998 survey. This is a ~nap-shnl 
of children but it provides valuable infonmltion on 
lrendf:. There has been an increa!\e in the pro­
port.ion currently emoled for children aged 11- 12 
years between 1993 and 1998 (Fig. 3). However, 
this incrcu!\e was restricled to girls whose pro~ 
ponion incrcascrJ by 10 percentage points from 
73 .7 to 83 .7%; th~ boys acttia11y registered a .~mall 
dct.:linc from 79.8 to 77.6%. Similarly, the pro­
pllrlHHl wflu dropped out dccrca:-;eu ror girls bur. 
incrc41:-;eu for boys. Also' the proporlion of children 
reponedly never euroled decreased for girls but 
remained almost the same for boys. 

86 
H4 

'1;1 

.:=. 82 
E !l0 .::: 
<J 78 ~, 

E 76 
1: 74 ::> 
u 72 , 0 .', 70 

Girls Days 

Towl 

DO Nt: Ci! DO NE 

40.0 22.2 33.3 ·42.6 24.1 
(n=16.97 1) 

10.7 11.7 80 .7 R.R !(l.S 

(1I=11.58~) 

R.J 11.9 76.7 9.6 !J .7 
(n0;2520) 

Indiyjduab who were 16-20 years old at the 
time of the survey had p<:!sscd their primary .school­
ing age. Schooling infonnation for lhis group of 
children is a crude -reflection of the siruntion per­
sisTing approximale I y 5-10 years ago. About a 
quarter of such children never atlcnded school. For 
children aged ll .. ·12 years surveyed in 1998, this 
proportion was much less (10.5%). By the time tlus 
cohort n.~ache!l the age of I (} .. ·20 years, lhis pro­
pOltion will further be reduced since many of lhem 
will get opportuuities in schools run for ado­
l escent~ hy the government and NGOs. 

3.6. Enrolment outside primary dllSS(!.S 

Fig. 4 shows the enl'oimem status or al l individ· 
uals aged n-2() years in three age b'TOUps: 6-1 () 
(primary), 11-15 (secondary) and 16 20 (post. 

gl 

Both 

Fig. 3. l'crcclltRgc or children 11 12 years old currently enroleu in school, 1993 :\1\(1 i<)9R . 
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(,·10 11-1 S )(,·20 

A~c group (YCi\r5) 

Fig. 4. Petter-luge ur t:hi lun:n nol cnroicd among children 6-20 yeal's old. 

:;econdary). It shows that the proportion not 
emoled increased with age: 23% in 6 10, 33% in 
11-15, and fiR% in 16-20 age group. 

The vnlues ill bold type in Table S are of rart;­
cular interest. The:le are the 'real' nct enrQlment 
rates at different levels or schooling. For example, 
lh(.! ' rl;a!' nct r;nro!mcnt was 73% at primary stage, 
32% at secondary stage and 13% at post-secondary 
level. The drop in enrolment benveen primary and 
secondary stage (and rOSl-iiCCnnc.iary) iii slartling. 

4. Discussion 

111is 5t'.ldy has doc.umented improvements in 
access to primary education in Banglatksh in l~rms 
or enrolment. Tht.: gross enrolment. ralio, which 
show~ the number of children enroled ot primary 
level per IOO children of primary school age, has 
reached 107%. This is more than is suggested by 

Tr.bk ~ 
'){~Id' net I;nroimr;nt rale~ tit primllTY. Rr;condllry nnd p(l~l-SCC­
Onuilry Jev~!~ fur inJividuals aged 6-·20 yeurs 

A~e C.urrenlly t:nroleu in grutie (%) 

(yeurs ) I- V VI-X XI;. n 

6 10 72.6 0.5 31.092 
11 - 15 34.0 .32.5 0.2 2fi,S97 
16 20 0.9 17.5 13.5 17.232 
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the latest ~ovenunent figures. Independent eSLi­

mates by UNICEF found the raLe to be III % 
(UNICEF, 1999) but the 'Bangladesh Education 
Sccttlr Sln~tc~yNote', prepared for the April 1999 
Paris Development FOl1.un, quoted a gross cnrol w 

mem ratio of 90-95% (LeG Sub-group for r.nu­
carion, 1999). The Nalional Plan of Action set a 
Larget uf 95% of !,'TOSS enrolment for the year 2000; 
nur information suggests t.hnt th is was already <1l:hi· 
eyed when the plan was formulated in 1995 . Since 
the difference between gross ratio and nel f'dtes is 
in excess of 20 percentage points for most South 
Asian countries (this study found it to be 30), the 
government should set the target in tC!Tl1S of net 
rates, not gross ratio. Adherence to the gross ratio 
gives an upwardly biased impression abour the 
Rcmal sinuuion which may result in complacency. 

Thu 'primary schooJ~ lun hy the goyernmem 
remains dominant with two-thirds of all enrol­
ments. The goverwnent had nationalised all pri­
mary schools in 19i3' bUl started ollowing new 
schuols in th(! private sector in the early 19805. The 
registered and non-registered privately managed 
schools, which now enrol about 15% of primary 
school-going children, are increasingly playing 
imporlant roles. The third highe:;t in r~l~tive enrol­
mt:nt art: the schools run by NGOs. Most of these 
are non-formal in nature but c:aLur to the Jearning 
goals as enunciated by the government (Ghosh, 
1999), Tlie NGO schools enrol 8 . 5~'u of primary 
school going children which has increased nearly 
four-fold in less then 10 years. Children going to 
other tyres arc :.mall; J .5% in Ebredayee 
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madrassa, 1.4% in English medium kind("'T'garlcns, 
and 1 .5% in primary s.choo1s attached to se.:ond-
ary schools. -

Children of various .age groups go to primary 
level imailulions. The official primary school age 
is 6 10 years, but one-third of all children enroled 
in primary level institutions were beyond this age 

. group. This leads the discllssion to net enrolment 
rme which il-i the prop onion of chiJdn.:n aged 6 ·10 
ye.m; attendillg schools. To many this is a prefened 
indicotor foJ' enrolment. Seventy-seven percent of 
children at primary school age were enroled in di r­
reTenl institutions, which is an improyumUnl over 
the lost few years. Both grml-i and net rntes have 
increased over lhu past few years, which is iudiea­
tive of the system's capobility to imprnvu. In fact, 
the gross ratios have surp~s:'\ed what wos targeted 
for the year 2000 by the govemment (P?vfED, 
19l)S). The target is, however, much lower than the 
World Declaration standards. 

The improvernenr in enrolment rates is a.lso COIl­

'firmed by other analyse:-; mnde in the text. A i\tudy 
carried out in 1993 found 77% enrolment among 
children aged 11-12 year!\, while the correspond­
ing figure Wi1:\ i\ 1 % f'lr the same age gl'OUp in 1998. 
It took 5 yeOl'S for enrolment in this age group to 
rench 81010 - less than one pcn,,:cIlLagc point per 
year. If we move at this pace it will take 29 yeors 
rlir all OLlr c;hi Idnm ~o gl!in access to primary 
~cho()l! We need to devise ways thmugh which wc; 

can move faster . 
One of thc rca~()ns rr'1(.!l1lioned by parents for not 

!>cnding c;hildn.:n to school was thm the child was 
'too young' .' This is becm.lse ofa lack t)raWarCnt::s:> 
abo'ut the child's age and lhe age al which it child 
should he :-;enl to school. The absence of the regis­
tration of births and the consequent unavailability 
of an updllted list of the population at different 
ages arc partially rcsrronsiblc for lhi~. Rcgislralion 
or hirths doc:s have other important uses such os 
in immunization, and thus should be effectively 
introduced (Chowdhury et al., 19990). The other 
reasons for not !'icnJing children to school were 
relaled to poverty and the attractiveness of the 
school environmem. While poverty is identified as 
a major reason worldwide (World 'Btmk, llJ97), 
examples show [hat if the cdu~~tion sy~lum is 
made mun: Dexihlc to eater for lhe :-;lrategic :lc:eds 
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of the poor parents, they do send their children to 
school. The schools nln by NGOs in Bangladesh 
have been successful in recruiting and retaining 
poorer student:; in their schools (Ahmed et al., 
1993). In fact, the increase in Lola! enrolment and 
reversal of gender gap have much to do wiLb the 
proliferation of NCiO schools. In the absence of 
NGO schools, the &,'TOSS rate would have heen 98 
for girls and 97 ft)r hoys instead of the present 109 
and 104, rc:spectively. The country ~ccms to have 
gained much by creating a space for NGOs, and 
this can be multiplied with furthcr support, as men­
tioned above. 

The issue of equity i.nvolves Siuvcral disadvan­
tnged groups and studies havu reponed poor edu­
cational achievement for girls, the poor, ethnic 
minorities, and street and working children (Brock 
and Cammish, 1999; Chowdhury t:l 411., 1992; 
Alum et al., 1997). The country ha:-; made spectacu­
lar progress in.. reducing the gender gap in enrol­
ment which has in fact disappeared. This is a teat 
which no other country in South Asia has been able 
to achieve! This spectacular accomplisluuent can 
be traced to a numnor of 'positive discriminatory' 
aClions that the state and NGOs have initiatuu. I\. 
most imporrnnt contribution tn this is the scholar­
ships thor the Stare providt:s lo girls attending sec­
ondary schools. As or .Junu 1999, the govemment 
provided Tk 4.fl hillion (USS1=Tk 50) to 7.R 
million &,';r15 (The Daily Star, 1999). The schools 
also simultaneously receive a small contribution 
from the state for every girl enroled, which pro­
vides incentive for improved pelionnance. The 
food-far-education programme that the g<IYCm­
ment. initiated provides a food ration to ahout J 2% 
of children from rum I flOlln:r familius for attending 
!-ichool. In addition, some of the NGOs also have 
large non-formal schools which target girls from 
poorer Jilmilies. An example of positive discrimi­
nation in favour of girls is the BRAe Non-Fonnal 
Primary Educalion programme which ensures that 
70% of its 1.2 million pupils are girls and that they 
are from poorer families (Ahmed et aI. , 1993). 
Such positive discriminl:lwry sleps have had a 
diro(.:1 impact A comparison of the background 
profile of children attending schools in 1993 and 
1998 shows that more girls ond an increased pro­
portion of children from socio-economically disacl-
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vnnLagt;J groups are now aLLcnding school. II i~ not 
only in elll'olmcnl that the girls havt; caught up 
with hoys, the girls abi(l have achieved equality in 
completion rates at the primary cycle, with their 
dropout rate (.!qu~d 01' lower than that of boys. 

Another intere~ling fact is the exc(.;~)\ female 
enrolments that have been reported in specific 
groups: rural arens, poorer families, and among 
those whoxe mothers never aLlended schools. This 
is a welcome shift. Such [In increase in female 
enrolment is heing experienced in many 
developing countries. Table 9 shows the gender 
gap in 1995 compared to 19t{S for five Sourh 1\si4n 
(;ollotries and the h:lamic Republic of Iran. Except 
forPakislan, the gender gap decreased in all these 
l:ountries induding I111n (POpuli1tion Action (nler· 
national, 1998). 

The uC!lign of this study did not aJl()w separate 
onalysi!-i rnr children helonging TO ethnic groups 
or urban slums. It is, however, well ncknowl. 
<.:uged that thc !;treet children are amon~st the 
most disadvantaged in the society. There urc a 
few programmes that address the particular 
needs of such children such as the • Hard-to­
rr;ach' schools implemented by N(iOs with State 
and UNJ.CEF support. However, this is over­
shadowed oy the repartee.! f~dlure ro keep the 
chilJretl continuing through the primary cycle. 
This probably demands more imaginative idea:-; 
and programmes. 

The situation in Chitlagong I·Jill Tracts (CHT) 
(Minority RighTS Groups, 1997) where most of 
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Bangladesh's ethnic minorities live has been an 
unknown territory for over two decades. Very 
little was known about the educational situation 
in the three districts that constitute the CHT. In 
mid.1998, following a pence agreement between 
the ParhClllya ChattaJ.,rram Jana Sanghati Samil;JI 
and the Government of Bangladesh, BRAe's 
Research and Evaluation Division carried our. a 
large soci{1c(;onomic surveyor five of the CHT's 
11 major ethnic groups . Educalion was one of 
the foci of this investigation. Substantial differ­
ences among the. groups in tenn~ 0 f literacy, 
enrolment, and achievemc;'\t were reported. It 
was observed that all the groups were lagging 
behind the dominant Bangalees, thal girls were 
behind boys in each bTTOUP and that some of th~ 
ethnic groups ~uch as Mro ami "rripura were far 
behind the marc nUmerOtlS Chakmax. Now that 
peacc has been restored, pragmn.ric planning with 
participation of nIl is essential for equitable 
devclopmem of all ethnic groups. 1\ contentious 
issue in this task will be the use of the mother 
Longue. Some of the groups such as Chakmas and 
Marmas have their own alphnbets, hut these are 
fast becoming extinct ror various reas(ms. 
Revival and their use at least. at the primary level 
will help children in ~L1ch groups learn faster. It. 
is well known that the u,sc of any langUi~gC;! other 
than the mother tongue at the instruction level 
perpetuates inequalities (Bunyi , 1999). 

A.nother issue which waS raised from this 
paper is the fast drop in enro lmen~ benveen pri-

Uc·ndc:r gUll li t primary level t!lII'olmcnt in ,c:b;led South AH illn L:ountries Hnd hun, 1985 vs 19<>S' 

Gruss enrolment mlio ( 19~:'i ) Uender gllp 

Country Girls ' Boys 1995 l IJR5 Im:rt:ase!decroase 

PakislUn 45 101 56 26 +30 
Nepn l 11<> 129 40 58 III 
Indifl 90 110 20 30 -10 
Bungliluesh n f< 4 It 19 -8 
Sri !.unku t 12 114 2 3 - I 
lwn 96 I!B 7 21 -14 

, Source: l'npulllliull Actioll illlc:mutionol (I ~9X ) . 
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rnnry and secondary and between secondary and 
higher secondory levels. While the 'real' net 
enrolment rate wa~ found ttl be 73% at the pri­
mary level, it is only lJ% at the hight;r second­
ary I(.:vel. Th(.: reasons for this arc numerous, but 
an important \Inc is thc absence or the required 
emphallis on po::t-prirnary levels by the govern­
ment and NGO sectors alik~ While many NGOs 
are a<.:li ve in the primary ~ecto.·, nol a single 
NGO i:-; round in secondary or highl.!r second~ 
ary levels. 

Yenrs 0 f neglect have created a stagna.ling 
siluation in lhc education sector in Bangladesh. 
Because of recent affirmation by thl! national 
government along with support rrom the inter­
national communit.y lind NGOs, the situation has 
stijrted to improve. Howcver, the improvements 
arc m)! taking p lace Ilt the desired speet.!. More 
dynlimism and increased participation of the 
stakeholders will speed up the proct;ss of univer­
salisinl; primary edu<.:atiol1 in Rangladesh. An 
imrorram ek:mem that must be consiucrecl sim­
ultaneously with this crusauc is the quality of' 
edu(.:alion. Although this was nc)t the fQ(.;us of 
this paper, the country races lUore daunting chal­
lenges in ensuring quality education to ils chil­
ur::n (Chowdhury et aI., 199Ya). 

Admowled~emcnts 

The infonTHllion contained in this paper (.;omes 
from the Educati()n Walch projccl, an initiative 
launchl!d hy several individuals and organiza­
tions repruscnting the civil SOCIety in Bangla­
desh. Conceived by Mr F.B. Aheu of BRAe, tho 
Walch is coordimned hy lhe Campaign Cor Popu­
Il1r Education (CAMPE) and implemenled by 
BRAe's Resenrch and Evaluation Division . The 
praje (.; [ receives guidance from an advisory body 
and n technical committee and is funded by 
Novib of the Netherlands, SIDA, UNESCO and 
BRAC. Thu outhors arc gr~lteflll to the members 
t) r the a bove committees who contributed lO vari­
au:.; "rages of implem.entation; in lhis respect we 
wish to men:ion Dr Mahmudul Alam, Mr H.S . 
Ahmed, Mr A.N.M. Eusl!r. Dr Delwar Hossain 
ilnd Ml' K.F. Rullman fo!' their splJ<.:ial inputs. The 

authors fire also grateful lO two anonymous ref­
erees ror their comments on an carlier version or 
this paper. 
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